MEASURE FOR MEASURE
silences: then she grows eloquent, and to Angelo's stern refusal
she at last replies:
I would to Heaven I had your potency.
And you were Isabel! Should it then be thus?
No; I would tell what 'twere to be a judge.
And what a prisoner.
Isabel has no notion as yet of the depth of sin which may have
to be pardoned in Angelo. But there is edramatic irony9 behind
these two speeches, and we can forecast that in the end the
places will be reversed: the fate of the convicted Angelo depend-
ing upon Isabel.
The phrase 'dramatic irony5 may be misunderstood. Shake-
speare, like Sophocles, puts into the mouths of his characters
words which they speak in all sincerity, but which, as the play
proceeds, will be found to have a deeper meaning than the
speaker knew. Dramatic irony does not mean that, at every
turn, we are justified in suspecting that Shakespeare may have
meant the reverse of what he makes his characters say. When
he does that ('honest lago') he leaves us in no doubt. As a great
American critic has put it: 'However much the dramatispersonae
mystify each other, the audience is never to be perplexed.'1
It is a marked feature of the plays which Shakespeare was
producing about the same time as Measure for Measure, that their
early scenes contain 'ironical3, ominous lines, forecasting the
conclusion:
BRABANTIO        She has deceivedherfather, and may thee.
OTHELLO           My life upon her faith. Honest lago...
(Othello, i. ii)
LADY MACBETH A little water clears us of this deed.
(Macbeth, n. i)
This is meant to forecast her later:
'What, will these hands ne'er be clean?'
(Macbeth, v. i)
EDMUND             Sir, I shall study deserving.
GLOSTER            He hath been out nine years, and away
he shall again.                       (Lear, i. i)
1 Works of Shakespeare, ed. G. L. KITTREDGE, p. 20.
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